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THE ~lAINE STATE ARCHIVES: DEVELOPMENT OF A STATE RECORDS SYSTEM 
Remarks by SamuelS. Silsby, Jr., State Archivist, 
Before 
The Koussinoc Chapter 
Maine State Society, Daughters of the American Revolution 
Augusta, Maine 
March 11, 1969 
The term "archives" describes the noncurrent, permanently val-
uable records of government. Records are as important to government 
as they are to individuals to evidence past transactions and events, 
Government cannot be successfully conducted without them anymore than 
private affairs since they provide the precedent and guidelines for 
' dealing with current and future problems, People recognize the value 
of their private records and take appropriate measures to protect them 
from risk of loss. The preservation of the records which establish and 
maintain the government upon which individual rights are founded is of 
fundamental importance since the existence of government depends upon 
the principles, rights and duties embodied in government documentation. 
The publication of only a fraction of this documentation is possible be-
cause of compilation and printing costs, The preservation of the perma-
nently valuable records of· government is essential to (a) provide the 
evidence of the origin, functions, operations and policies of govern-
ment, (b) promote more effective administration, and (c) preserve the 
evidence of the social, economic and legal foundations of society. 
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The permanently valuable records of 22 cities, 416 towns, 56 
plantations, 16 counties and the agencies of State government con-
stitute the principal source records of the State (including, in a 
limited sense, those as a Province, and later, as the District of 
Maine), The records created at the municipal, county and State levels 
reflect the complimentary nature of their functions and provide essen• 
tially different information as the result of their administrative, 
legal and fiscal requirements. Uninformed practices and ill con-
ceived legislation not only has defeated the most effective use of 
the records, but has contributed to substantial losses through care-
lessness, neglect and unauthorized dispositions. The permanently val-
uable records of the municipalities, the counties and the State are in· 
dispensible parts of the documentary heritage of the State and should 
be cared for and preserved in a manner consistent with the overall needs 
of the people of the State, 
The general treatment of State records in Maine closely parallels 
that of county and municipal records until 1965 when affirmative action 
on the part of responsible citizens and organizations throughout the 
State successfully secured passage of an effective State archival and 
records management law. The bill establishing the Maine State Archives 
was enacted at the regular session of the 102nd Legislature as Public 
La~<s, 1965, c. 441 (AN ACT Creating the Office of State Archivist). The 
law, which became effective September 3, 1965, is set out as M,R,S,A,, 
Title 27, §§ 275-279. The Maine State Archives became operational with 
the appointment of the State Archivist on July 4, 1966. 
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The functions of the Maine State Archives are to plan and admin-
ister a State-wide, government-wide program to promote improved records 
management and disposal practices in State agencies, provide technical 
advice, assistance and leadership to State Government agencies in 
archives and records management practices, and select, preserve and 
service the permanently valuable records of the State for reference 
purposes. The Maine State Archives, through disposal regulations, 
makes it possible to destroy records which lack permanent or historical 
value. The agency is authorized to administer historical materials 
donated to it by interested persons, publish its holdings, and furnish 
for a fee, copies of records in its custody. Appropriate facilities 
to meet the operational needs of the Maine State Archives are provided 
in the Maine State Cultural Building project scheduled for completion 
during October, 1970. 
The level of State archival activity will increase dramatically 
with the completion of the Maine State Archives facility in the Maine 
State Cultural Building, As the agency responsible for the care, pre-
servation and use of the State's records, the Maine State Archives must 
not only deal with the permanently valuable records created by the 
Legislative and Judicial Branches and the 200 or more existing agencies 
of the Executive Branch, but with an accumulation of records created by 
an estimated 500 agencies of State Government which have existed at 
various intervals since Maine's statehood, The backlog is nearly beyond 
estimate since for 146 years before the establishment of the Maine State 
Archives public records have been allowed to accumulate in attics, base-
ments, elevator shafts, warehouses and powder magazines where many have 
become disarranged, damaged and deteriorated. This volume, in 
conjunction with the present and projected accessions, requires 
the establishment of organizational and operational standards and 
procedures by which such records may be located, inventoried, ap-
praised, selected, transferred, cleaned, boxed, accessioned, 
shelved, ordered, described, serviced, rehabilitated, published 
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and exhibited. The responsibility of the Maine State Archives is 
such that it. must receive all permanently valuable records of the 
State government as they·become noncurrent for·State agency opera-
tions. The transfer of inact.ive, permanently valuable records will 
increase significantly once·the Maine State Archives is established 
on an operational basis in the building, subject only to the ability 
of the agency to physically process the material. 
The Maine State Archives, while especially oriented to the 
archival and records management needs of State government, has cer• 
tain functions concerning municipal and county government. 
With respect to municipal and proprietary records, the agency 
is responsible for: 
(1) Accepting custody of all municipal records, with the 
exception of records of birth, marriage, and death, 
of any municipality within the State that becomes 
deorganized, 
(2) Accepting for preservation and safekeeping, from any 
person other than registers of deeds, the records of 
the original proprietors of any town or plantation in 
the State, and having made from such records a true 
copy to be filed and kept as a public record in the 
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registry of deeds in the county or registry district 
in which the town or plantation is located, 
(3) Certifying to the Governor and Council the reasonable 
expenses incurred by anyone, other than registers of 
deeds, in acquiring records of the original proprietors 
of any town or plantation in the State, and delivering 
such records to the agency, 
With respect to county records, the agency is responsible for: 
(1) Approving in writing, and in concurrence with the county 
commissioners, the destruction of records of any county 
department which, in the opinion of the head of the 
department, are no longer of value to the county. 
(2) Withholding approval to destroy any county records of 
value until such records have been copied at the ex-
pense of the county by any process that produces a 
clear, accurate, and permanent copy· or reproduction, 
and until satisfactory provision is made for the per-
manent storage of such copies or reproductions in 
fireproof containers. 
The State Archivist has the right of inspection of all public 
records in the State, and is authorized to negotiate for the transfer 
and accept custody of any noncurrent public records from any public 
' officer in the State, 
The attention to the improvement of conditions respecting 
State records has not been given to municipal and county records, 
but this will undoubtedly result in stimulating the development of 
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appropriate programs to provide for their adequate care and pre-
servation. The present requirements are less than satisfactory for 
several reasons: 
(1) The failure to impose professional archival standards 
for the selection, disposition, preservation and ser-
vicing municipal and county records, 
(2) The authorized substitution of microfilm copy for 
original records, 
(3) The failure to provide for the preservation and use 
of the originals of· permanently valuable records, 
The failure to require that such records be appraised accord-
ing to archival standards and practices is particularly ill advised 
and provides little protection against the destruction of valuable 
records by well-intentioned custodians unfamiliar with "research 
principles, practices, needs and trends, particularly in history 
and related disciplines , 11 
The immensity of the present records processes in Maine, when 
viewed from the standpoint of preservation, makes it apparent that 
the long-time practices of records disposition and preservation of 
municipal, county and State government should be systematically or-
ganized to meet present and future documentary demands. The opera-
tions involving records have become so expanded in scope and diver-
sified in detail, the services incidental to their preservation so 
specialized, and the opportunities for their destruction so great 
that the entire subject should be treated in a way which would assure 
7 
the application of professional procedures and standards regardless 
of the level of goverrunent involved, It is not the preservation of 
the records of a particular level of· government that is important, 
but the preservation of the permanently valuable records of all 
levels of government, The effort to preserve the records of State 
goverrunent, for instance, t<ill necessarily include many records ·Hhich 
though permanently valuable, are much less so Hith respect to the 
overall documentary needs of the people of the State than many of 
the permanently valuable records of local goverrunent for Hhich no 
adequate provision is made, While the Maine State Archives may 
provide technical assistance and cooperation under the present law, 
the overall needs are such that the laH should be broadened to meet 
the requirements of a fully comprehensive system, The development 
of the system is necessary not only to provide for the preservation 
of the permanently valuable records of municipal, county and State 
goverrunent, but to minimize the expensive duplication of specialized 
facilities, equipment and professional staff required to select, pre-
serve and service the records, The fact that such records are physi-
cally preserved falls far short of the other services required to 
obtain the maximum possible value from the records, 
The responsibility of the Maine State Archives for the selec-
tion, preservation and servicing of State records makes it difficult 
to escape an informal responsibility for promoting adequate stan-
dards and procedures for the preservation of all permanently valuable 
public records in the State, The development of the system, hot<ever, 
cannot be undertaken in the absence of the interest of municipal and 
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county government because of the problems involved and the dif· 
ficulty in obtaining acceptance of what is developed without their 
cooperation and support. l.fuile the problems are many and their 
importance is great and expanding, they are still problems capable 
of adjustment. "Finding solutions for these problems and answering 
these questions are our responsibilities. Let us think, and plan, 
cooperatively. Let us each become more cognizant of the total body 
of records and plan our part in the task of preservation so as to 
insure maximum utility of our documentation and minimum duplication 
of our efforts," 
